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Abstract 
The present study concerns the possible relationships between the perceived school climate and the prevalence of bullying 
behaviors in a sample of 369 primary school pupils.  In addition, it aimed at examining the possible mediating role of engaging in 
risky behaviors in this relationship. All participants completed the Peer Experiences Questionnaire – PEQ, the School Climate 
Scale and the Risky Behavior Scale. It was found that negative perceptions of their school climate as well as involvement in risky 
behaviors predicted bullying behaviors towards their peers and that involvement in risky behaviors mediated this relationship. 
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1. Introduction 
Bullying at school is a kind/form of aggression that is prevalent in many countries around the world. In the last 
decades this phenomenon has appeared to be increasingly worsening, causing problems to the individuals, their 
families and their educational environment. It can take different forms such as verbal abuse (e.g. taunting, attempts 
to ridicule), social abuse (e.g. dissemination of rumors, exclusion from groups), physical (pushing, kicking, hitting) 
as well as racist and sexual abuse (Rigby, 1998). According to recent international research in 40 countries, Greece 
occupies the third place in the number of students being involved in incidents of victimization either as bullies, 
victims or as bullies/victims. This phenomenon seems to relate directly to one out of three children and adolescents 
in our country (Graig et al, 2009). The children who have been victims to consistent bullying, experience feelings of 
fear, frustration and quite often are deplored by escapism and withdrawal. Bullying has been associated with a series 
of serious effects on the individual involved. Such are symptoms of depression (Kaltiala-Herino, Rimpela, 
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Marttunen, Rimpela, & Rantanen, 1999; Klomek et al, 2008), stress (Graig, 1998) feelings of loneliness and the 
onset of emotional problems (Woods, Done, & Ȁalsi, 2009). 
There are many occasions in which children are absent from school due to their fear to confront their 
intimidators. There is also the possibility that these children may become aggressive or tense. At the same time, in 
other occasions these same children-victims may become bullies to other children (Klomek et al, 2008). Bullying 
behavior at school seems to relate to many factors, such as gender, age, the socio-economic status of the family, the 
area they live in, the level of parental involvement, etc. It has been proposed however, that the phenomena of 
aggression should not be examined as consequence of a pathological condition relating only to the individuals 
involved, but also as part of a wider interaction and relationship of the environment to which they belong (Sroufe, 
Egeland, Carlson, & Collins, 2005).  
2. School climate 
School climate is a particularly important factor in the understanding of the attitudes and beliefs the students hold 
towards violence and bullying. Several studies have found a direct relation of the school climate and the 
psychological adaptation of the individual (Kasen, Johnson, & Kohen, 1990; Roeser & Eccles, 1998; Kuperminc, 
Leadbeater, & Blatt, 2001; Reis, Trockel, & Mulhal, 2007). It has been found, for example, that children attending a 
school in which behaviors such as bullying are acceptable by the adults, are in a greater risk to become involved in 
such behaviors (Espelage & Swearer, 2003). Moreover, it has been noted that individuals who are either bullying or 
victimized by other children tend to have (as one would expect), a generally negative picture for the school setting. 
Meyer-Adams and Conner (2008) found that there is a negative connection between the school climate as perceived 
by the students and their involvement in bullying activities, either as victims, bullies or victims/bullies. Furthermore, 
researchers have ascertained that the negative school climate increases the possibilities of aggressive reactions 
which can result in a vicious cycle of aggression and negative school climate. 
Olweus (1993) noted some important factors of the psycho-social environment of the school which are 
considered to decrease the bullying incidents. Some of these factors include: a) the clear and exact limits of what is 
acceptable and what is not in the school community, b) the positive interest and involvement of the adults and c) the 
proper supervision of the students. In one study conducted in Norway, Rolland and Gallaway (2002) examined the 
effect of the classroom climate, focusing on the way the classroom was managed and its social structure, that is 
student relations. The effect of these two factors was especially notable. There has also been evidence connecting 
bullying and victimization to other dangerous behaviors. It has been found for example that individuals who 
experience physical or verbal abuse or bullying by their classmates, have a greater possibility to develop suicidal 
thoughts and suicidal intent (Klomek, Marrocco, Kleinman, Schonfeld, & Gould, 2007; Peter, Roberts, & Buzdugan, 
2008). Furthermore, other studies have shown a direct connection between aggression and smoking and the 
possession of guns in schools (Alicasifoglu et al., 2004), while school bullying has been found to relate to drug and 
alcohol use (Molcho, Havel, & Dina, 2004; Taiwo & Goldstein, 2006). On the other hand, few studies have 
examined the relation between school climate and risky student behaviors. In a study conducted by Laufer and Harel 
(2003) on bullying, physical abuse and gun possession, it was found that the way young people perceive school 
was the single criterion in the prediction of such behaviors, thus drawing attention to the fact that the daily 
experience of the students in schools needs to be improved. The frequency with which students “get involved into 
fights” seems to relate to the way they perceive school, which was also documented by a study on violent behaviors 
conducted in Turkey (Alicasifoglou et al, 2004). Similarly, in a recent study, the feeling of insecurity of female 
students during school time seemed to predict suicidal behaviors (Nickerson & Slater, 2009). Further, Mayberry, 
Espelage and Koenig (2009) noted that the positive school climate and a positive feeling in general counteract with 
substance abuse by adolescents along with lower peer pressure relative to this matter. 
Based on the evidence discussed above, the present study aims to examine and evaluate the phenomenon of 
bullying, its relation to the school climate and the dangerous behaviors associated with it. More specifically, we 
assume that a) the perceived school climate is negatively connected to the victimization of self and the victimization 
of others; b) a more positive climate is conducive to fewer risky behaviors; c) the percentage of students engaging in 
risky behaviors is directly related to the percentage of victimization of others and d) we expect that risky behaviors 
mediate the relation between school climate and victimization of others.  
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3. Method 
3.1. Sample 
Three hundred and sixty nine (369) pupils took part in this study, of which 183 (49,6%) were boys and 186 
(50,4%) were girls, with an average age of 11,34  years (SD = .63). The sample includes 186 (50, 4%) fifth grade 
students and 183 (49, 6%) sixth grade students. The students come from different schools in the Athens’s area, 
Greece. 
 
3.2.  Data collection 
The investigation method used was the distribution and completion of questionnaires. The participants completed 
“The Peer Experiences Questionnaire -PEQ” (Vernberg, Jacobs, & Hershberger, 1999) translated and adapted by 
Kourkoutas, Giovazolias and Mitsopoulou (2007), which includes two subscales, the victimization of self (VS) (e.g. 
“another student bothered me in a mean way”) and the victimization of others (VO) (e.g. “I chased a girl with the 
intention of harming her”). The students had to answer in a Likert scale (from 1 -“Never” to 5 -“A few times a 
week”). When the answers of these two (2) subscales were combined, four (4) sub-groups resulted: “Bully”  
“Victim”, “Bully/Victim”, “No Bully/Victim”. At the same time, students completed “The School Climate Scale” 
(Vernberg et al., 1999) (e.g. “I feel like I belong or fit in at school”, “I feel that my teacher understand me”) and 
“The Risky Behavior Scale” (Vernberg et al., 1999) (e.g. “I smoked cigarettes”, “I thought about hurting myself”). 
After the collection of the questionnaires, the answers were encoded and analyzed using the SPSS (Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences, version 17.0). 
4. Results 
4.1. Means of total sample 
In table I the means and the reliability of the three scales are represented. As we can see, the reliability of all 
scales is considered to be satisfactory. 
 
UTable 1. Measures of reliability, means and standard deviation of the questionnaires 
 
Groups Items Cronbach’s Į Means S.D. 
Victimization of Self 
(VS) 
9 items .78 1.70 .64 
Victimization of Others  
(VO) 
9 items .77 1.29 .38 
















The frequency with which the phenomenon of bullying appears with regard to gender and to the total sample is 
presented in Table 2. Of the total number of students who were victimized, 45 children (53, 6%) were boys and 39 
(46, 4%) were girls. 
UTable 2. UDistribution of bullying according to gender 
 




f ( %) 
Total Sample 
f ( %) 
Bullies 2     (40)    3  (60)  5   (1.4)  
Victims 45    (53.6)         39  (46.4)   84  (22.8)  
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Bullies/Victims 
 
No Bullies/No Victims  
 
11    (84.6) 
 
125  (46.8) 
          2  (15.4) 
 
  142  (53.2) 
13  (3.5) 
 
267  (72.4) 
 
 
4.2.  The influence of demographic characteristics 
In order to examine whether there are any statistically significant differences in the forms of aggression (i.e. 
victimization of self / victimization of others) between boys and girls, the t-criterion for independent samples was 
used. The results showed that the kind of aggression is related to the gender of the child. More specifically, boys 
scored a higher mean in the victimization of others (M= 1.35., S.D. = 42) compared to girls (M= 1.23, S.D. = 33). 
  
5. Analysis of Variance 
Two one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) were designed for the examination of the statistical significance of 
the different student groups as an independent variable (bully, victim, bully/victim, no bully/victim) with dependent 
variables the risky behaviors and the school climate. For the factor “Risky behaviors” the main effect of the 
independent variable was statistically significant   F (3,365) = 17-57, p<001. The examination of the homogeneity of 
variance with the Levene criterion concluded with a statistically significant result, F (3, 364) = 13.83, p <001. After 
a series of comparisons with the post hoc criterion of Dunnett T3, it was evident that the group of bullies (M= 1.84, 
SD = 59) and that of bullies/victims (M=1.81, S.D=80) differentiate statistically not only from the group of victims 
(M=1.32, S.D =41) but also from the group of students who do not display such behaviors, that is, they are neither 
bullies, nor victims (M=1.28, S.D= 28). It can be noted that this particular group (bullies/victims) increasingly 
engage in risky behaviors, compared to the other groups. For the factor “School climate” the examination of the 
homogeneity of variance with the Levene criterion had a statistically insignificant result F (3, 365) = 95, p= .45. The 
main effect of the independent variable was statistically significant, F (3, 365) = 8.32, p<.001. After comparisons 
with the post hoc criterion of Scheffle, it was found that the group of no bullies/victims (M=3.12, SD =45) 
statistically differentiates from the group of victims (M =2.87, SD=56) as well as from that of bullies (M =2.53, SD 
=53). This means that this particular group perceives school climate in a more positive way (e.g. they fit in better at 
school, their efforts are better appreciated by the teachers, they have many friends) compared to the victims' group. 
5.1. Correlations 
 The zero order correlations among the study’s main variables were estimated between the scales of the 
study (table 3). In relation to victimization, “school climate” was negatively correlated with victimization of self 
(VS) (r = - .28, p < .01) and also negatively with victimization of others (VO) (r = -.21, p < .01). Interestingly, risky 
behaviors, the proposed mediator, had associations with all outcome variables, that is victimization of self (r = .23, p 
< .01) and victimization of others (r = .47, p < .01). The correlation value between the predictor and the proposed 
mediator is sufficient enough (r = - .27, p < .01). Therefore, both variables were used in the multiple regression 
analysis that is presented in Table 4.  
 
UTable 3. Zero-order correlations between study’s  main variables 
 M SD 1 2 3 
1. Victimization of Self  - VS 1.70 .63 --   
2. Victimization of others - VO 1.29 .38 .40** --  
3. Risky Behaviors  1.27 .37 .23** .47** -- 
4. School Climate  3.05 .49 -.28** -.21** -.27** 
Note  **  p < .01  
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5.2. Regression Models 
The regression analysis (with the Blocks method) was used to examine the possibility to predict bullying 
behaviors on the part of the bully (victimization of others) based on the school climate and risky behaviors. It was 
found that 23% of the variance of the phenomenon of bullying behavior on the part of the bully can be interpreted 
through the use of the two variables. After examining the Beta values, we noted that risky behaviors contribute to 
the prediction (ȕ= .45 t =9.45, p=<.001) which means that the more the child is engaged in such behaviors the 
greater is the possibility victimizing other children (table 4). Furthermore, it was noted that, after adding in the 
model the variable “risky behaviors”, the main effect of the school climate disappeared. Therefore, the Sobel 
analysis was used. It was found that in the case of bullying, risky behaviors operates as mediating variable to the 
school climate (z = -2.75, p<.001). 
 
UTable 4. Regression Analyses for the statistical prediction of bullying by the independent variables 
 
Victimization of Others (VO) 
 
School Climate 
















 15.9***          
 
89.34***  
                       Note. ** *p< .001 
 
6. Discussion 
The results indicate higher percentages of “victimization of self” than those of other studies in Greek schools 
(Graig et al, 2009; Pateraki & Houndoumadi, 2001; Sapouna, 2008) as 22,8% of the sample seem to be victims of 
bullying. Meanwhile, the number of those who belong to the group of bullies/victims appeared to be somewhat 
lower than the usual ones (1,4% and 3,5% respectively). These differences are probably due to methodological 
issues and the research tools used for the collection of data, together with the fluctuations in the emergence of the 
phenomenon, based on the socio-economic conditions of the sample as well as the special school climate that can 
vary slightly between samples. As we had assumed and in accordance with previous results (Meyer-Adams, & 
Conner, 2008) the group of bullies/victims had a negative attitude towards school climate compared to the bullies or 
victims. Moreover, the victimization of others seems to be positively related to risky behaviors, as bullies seem to 
get more involved in such behaviors compared to others. This point is in accordance with our hypothesis and with 
previous studies, which have shown that risky behaviors, the victimization of others, the use of drugs, smoking, gun 
possession, suicide attempts and suicidal thoughts have all a common ground (Alicasifoglu et al, 2004; Fjorback, 
Bradholt, Arendt, & Munk-Jørgensen, 2006; Hidaka et al, 2008; Klomek et al, 2007; Peter et al, 2008). Furthermore, 
the negative school climate seems to lead to the engagement in risky behaviors, which in turn predicts the 
victimization of other children, as when taking into account the effect of these behaviors, the effect of the school 
climate in the victimization of others is significantly lower. These results highlight the role of the school climate in 
the phenomenon of victimization. What we can infer is that the engagement of children in various behaviors entails 
a risk for the children themselves, while the expression of their feelings against themselves, against others and 
against their school directly relates to the psychological climate of the school. Teacher and school staff should be 
encouraged to foster a school climate that is based on the respect that each of its members has for him/herself and 
for the others. Similarly, educators should exhibit an active interest for the problems of the children and set clear and 
precise limits for desirable behaviors. On the other hand, the exceedingly antagonistic/competitive climate of the 
contemporary school should be avoided. This is an important fact, as it has been proven that aggressive behavior in 
primary school is a precursor of the antisocial behavior in adolescence (Le Blank, Swisher, & Tremblay, 2008). 
Further research is required in order to clarify the nature of the school climate and risky behaviors, as the existing 
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literature on this topic is lacking, while at the same time more study methods of the phenomenon along with quality 
research would offer a better picture of the phenomenon and its possible causes.  
7. Implications for intervention 
The results of this study point to the importance of intervening in the school level for reducing the phenomenon of 
bullying. Two initial steps are essential to secure the needed climate change. First, all of the stakeholders need to 
understand the dynamics of bullying and the impact it has on students. This can be done through a presentation by 
an expert in the field, educational videos, or theatre presentations. Alternatively, the dissemination of serious 
negative experiences suffered by teachers, parents, and students who have been involved in anti-bullying 
intervention and prevention programs is usually meaningful to stakeholders (Kourkoutas, Giovazolias, & 
Plexousakis, under review). Second, a survey that would document the extent, nature, and location of bullying 
behavior in school needs to be undertaken. Such surveys can also be used to identify bullying “hot spots”, school 
locations where bullying is especially prevalent. Adult supervision can then be provided or enhanced in these 
locations. Once the school climate begins to shift to the norm that bullying is unacceptable and hurtful, counseling 
efforts for bullies, victims, bystanders, and parents can be beneficial. Children, who had been bullying others would 
gradually begin to find the tide turned against them. They then would become motivated to refrain from bullying. 
Similarly, victims of bullying can enter counseling sessions with the knowledge that they are not alone, that 
something can be done about the bullying, and that victimization is not something about which to be ashamed. As 
bullying is a complex and multi-dynamic phenomenon (Pepler, Craig, & O’Connell, 1999), anti-bullying 
interventions should be holistic and system-oriented in order to be effective (Kourkoutas et al, under review; 
Kourkoutas, Plexousakis, & Georgiadi, 2010; Pepler, Craig, O’Connell, Atlas, & Charach, 2004). Vulnerable groups 
of students (e.g. students with special educational needs) are at greater risk to be exposed to bullying or to 
interpersonal rejection by their peers (Rivers, Duncan, & Besag, 2007). Therefore, school based prevention and 
intervention strategies should be sensible to these children’s increased needs for classroom and social inclusion 
(Kourkoutas, Plexousakis, & Georgiadi, 2009). Inclusive education and inclusive school counseling seem to offer a 
meaningful framework for working with at risk students (Kourkoutas & Raul Xavier, under publication). School 
psychologists and educational counselors play a crucial role as mediators in guiding classroom teachers to identify 
and support victimized children. Such guidance requires a systemic and bullying oriented training of school 
psychologists and counselors. Programs focusing on classroom inclusion of vulnerable children and on the 
promotion of positive interactions among students from the early stages, seem to be very effective in preventing 
actions of exclusion and violent frictions (Cowie, Smith, & Boulton, 1994). Accordingly, students should be 
prepared to work together outside existing friendship groups. This type of interaction helps to reduce prejudice and 
to foster trust across various groups of students as well as it helps neglected or rejected children to integrate into 
peer groups. With the support provided by school counselors, teachers should form cooperative or self-expression 
and discussion classroom groups. These groups give students the opportunity to talk about their own experience of 
victimization and to reflect on school procedures for ensuring their safety, both physical and psychological.  Such 
self-expression and discussion groups can give students greater insights into their capacity to take responsibility for 
managing their own relationships and for supporting peers who are experiencing interpersonal difficulties or social 
exclusion (Cowie, 2004). Classroom teachers should be particularly attentive in helping children at risk to feel safe 
by referring to their own fears or by talking about their own exclusion experience (Kourkoutas et al, under review). 
Increased self esteem and positive self concept as well as acquisition of interpersonal skills are considered important 
protective mechanisms for avoiding bullying or social exclusion (Marsh, Parada, Craven, & Finger, 2004). School 
programs that enhance students’ self-esteem seem to be very successful for improving students’ self-protection. 
Therefore, all students and particularly those at risk should be educated from very early in developing social and 
interpersonal skills for resolving interpersonal conflicts and ensuring peers’ solidarity. In sum, the development of 
resilient classrooms (Doll, Zucker, & Brehm, 2004) is considered as one of the most important protective factors for 
assisting students at risk to face interpersonal difficulties and to reduce school bullying.   
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